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WOMEN'S DOMESTIC LABOR IN COLONIAL KENYA: 
PROSTITUTION IN NAIROBI, 1909-1950* 
By Luise White 
My research on the history of prostitution in Nairobi between 1909 and 
1950 has led me to define prostitution as domestic labor.l Domestic labor is 
that labor which maintains and reproduces the labor power that is consumed 
daily in obtaining a wage. It gives laborers whatever they are culturally 
disposed to need to be fit for the next day I s work. Thus, domestic labor 
exists only in relationship to wage labor. Whoever does all the cooking and 
cleaning in precapitalist societies may well be reproducing labor power, but 
is not reproducing labor power for a wage. The reproduction of substitute wage 
laborers need not accompany the reproduction of labor power; if it does, some 
part of the industrial wage should cover this cost. 2 Where the generational 
reproduction of substitute wage laborers is not paid for by wages, then there 
must be either wholesale immigration of labor or a noncapitalist mode of 
production that will reproduce labor power.3 Because the reproduction of 
substitute wage laborers is not essential to the daily or occasional 
reproduction of labor power, domestic labor only reproduces that labor power 
which is consumed daily, that is, while the wage laborer is in paid employment. 
I want to avoid the circular argument that prostitution is domestic labor 
because all the acts of which prostitution consists--of which sexual 
intercourse may be merely the most frequently demanded--are acts that can be 
legally requested in a matrimonial home by the husband or breadwinner. 
However, if we accept traditional East African society as defining sexual 
relations as legal only when they occur within marriage, then the purchase of 
sexual intercourse outside of marriage is the purchase of a domestic service. 
Prostitution, according to seventy women who had been prostitutes in colonial 
Nairobi, 4 was the short-term lease of domestic labor and services. Involved 
in any transaction of prostitution were tasks that immediately maintained and 
reproduced labor power, if not daily, then on occasional demand. Prostitutes 
in Nairobi frequently provided a private sleeping place for a night, food, and 
bath water, in addition to sexual relations. The sale of domestic services was 
hardly unique to colonial Nairobi: they were also provided by organized 
brothels in San Francisco in the years following the Gold Rush. In 1889, one 
San Francisco madam estimated that her greatest source of income came from the 
/sale of wine and food.5 What is important about the number of domestic tasks 
· included in any act of prostitution is that the price requested of the male 
increases according to the number of domestic services provided him. In 
Nairobi, where all prostitutes were self-employed--there is no evidence, oral 
or written, of anything that could vaguely be construed as pimping--each 
additional act of domestic labor increased the women's margin of prof it. 
Twenty-six men who were questioned about the prices they paid Nairobi 
prostitutes between 1917 and 1960 said that they paid a woman at least 
one-sixth more for spending an entire night with her when she provided 
breakfast in the morning.6 
*An earlier version of this paper was presented at the annual African 
Studies Association meetings in Baltimore, 1978. The comments I received from 
John Lonsdale, Richard Roberts, and Fred Cooper were very helpful in writing 
this version. 
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Several fine scholars have pointed out that prostitution became widespread 
in nineteenth-century Western Europe when industrialization reduced the demand 
for female labor power, and young women whose families still needed and 
expected their incomes had little recourse but to turn to prostitution. 7 In 
other words, they have related the existence of widespread prostitution to the 
unavailability of paid employment for women. Thus they have defined 
prostitution as an alternative to labor, not as a legitimate form of labor. At 
best, this explains prostitution as 11s trategic 11 behavior. What such analyses 
fail to take into account, however, is that the profitability of prostitution 
at any given time is directly related to those revenues obtainable from male 
wage laborers. Moreover, these arguments do not explain why all prostitutes do 
not rush into wage labor once it again opens to women: they describe 
strategies rather than profits. 8 One Nairobi woman who had been a prostitute 
for about four years went to work in the Singer factory there in about 1938 
for 30/= (thirty shillings) a month plus housing; she soon had to leave 
because "that was less money than I found for myself in Westlands, so I quit 
the job and went back to prostitution. "9 It is clear that this woman saw 
prostitution as self-employment, a form of labor that proved to be much more 
profitable than the wage labor available to her. 
Theories of Domestic Labor 
The only serious analyses of domestic labor have taken place within the 
women's movement in the u. S. and England, beginning in the late 1960s. These 
debates center on the nature of the "unpaid" labor provided by the homeworker, 
the privatization of domestic labor, and the similarities between social life 
and the generational reproducation of labor power.10 The kind of domestic 
labor these debates describe was conceived and implemented in the years 
between 1880 and 1920. Al though some scholars date the origin of the modern 
housewife from the 1820s,ll the period from 1880 to 1920 was that in which 
women's work in the home had lost its exchange values, and new 
rationalizations of the need for "family life" were invoked to determine what 
women's domestic labor should become. 
The purpose of the domestic science movement (as it came to be known in 
the U.S.) was, simply stated, to make women the stabilizers of the home, so 
that the work force already residing there would remain there, and not go from 
factory to factory demanding higher individual wages. Thus adult married women 
had to stay home, and as urban American women had less and less petty 
commodity production to engage in, the nature of housework itself had to be 
transformed. The issues of science and sanitation became the logical vehicles 
by which this ideal could be publically implemented--1880 was, after all, only 
ten years after Pasteur and Koch had linked specific diseases to bacteria. 
Here I cannot emphasize too strongly that the domestic science and 
scientific mothercraft movements were solidly middle class in origin. They 
were policy decisions and goals made by representatives of the managerial 
elite, who, at the turn of the century, shared their cities with an immigrant 
labor force whose foreign ideas and standards of hygiene they considered 
equally dangerous. The early advocates of domestic science in the U.S. 
included the American Medical Association (1899), William Howard Taft (1909), 
the Ladies Home Journal (1911, when it had a male editor and a policy to 
counter the national sufferage monthly Women's Journal), and Henry Luce's Life 
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Magazine (1913) •12 In England, the outbreak of the Boer War in 1899 provided 
a patriotic basis for the new policy on what mothers should do. In that year, 
out of every thousand working class volunteers to the British Army ( "the class 
that necessarily supplies the ranks of our armies, 11 wrote Major General Sir 
Frederick Maurice), 330 were turned down as physically unfit for reasons 
directly attributed to childhood disease, malnutrition, and overcrowding. In 
the early 1900s, the British advocates for better mothers who could nurture a 
better imperial population included the Institute of Hygiene (1903), the Food 
Society (1908), the Eugenics Education Society (1908), and the Women's League 
for Motherhood (1910). These and other groups emerged in the wake of an 1899 
amendment to the Poor Law which allowed the state to remove children from the 
homes of parents declared unfit by the Poor Law Guardians.13 
Thus the pressure for housework to become a full-time career emanated 
neither from the factories nor the trade unions. For the most part, its women 
advocates were wel 1-educated women with careers and/or upper class women. 
Historically, the domestic science and scientific mothercraft movements 
allowed elite women to enter paid or volunteer employment which might not 
otherwise have been available to them, and which could also, in theory, limit 
the numbers of women who might seek paid employment in the future. The trend 
for women with full-time careers to advocate more housework and childcare for 
less educated and poorer women is a contradiction that, in America at least, 
dates from 1902. In that year, the Lake Placid Conference for Domestic Science 
first addressed itself to the problems of immigrant tenement life, and the 
chemist Ellen Richards (a graduate of M.I.T.), said that in the slums of the 
Eastern seaboard "there is ready at hand a field for the Home Economics 
teacher. 1114 
I have dealt with the history of the domestic science movements in detail 
because their context is so different from that of African labor history. Both 
the English and American movements took place in the absence of migrant labor. 
Because domestic labor power as we in the West know i t--the "proper" and 
ful 1-t ime keeping of a home so that labor power is reproduced daily and 
generationally--simply did not exist in colonial Africa, all too often the 
questions we have been asking fail to tell us how daily labor power was 
reproduced. 
Labor Histories of Africa and Domestic Labor 
The most theoretical and thorough examinations of the history of wage 
labor in Africa have dealt almost exclusively with the long-term maintenance 
and reproduction of labour power.15 Africanist scholars have stressed that 
wages paid to workers were barely sufficient to pay for food and housing. In 
South Africa and in West Africa, any surplus a wage laborer mangaged to save 
was barely enough to purchase a few commodities for his family at the end of a 
contractual labor period; in East Africa, there was a tendency for Kikuyu 
wage-laborers before 1920 to own land in their own right. Thus the long-term 
costs of maintaining and reproducing labor power were carried out in the 
precapitalist sector, or, in areas where cash cropping had been introduced, a 
kinship-based capitalist sector. For the most part, the generational 
reproduction of labor power was physicallly separated from the places where 
wage 1 abor occurr.ed. 
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While these arguments have given us great insights into what colonial 
capitalism did not do, they do not tell us how the urban wage labor force 
subsisted. In Nairobi in the 1950s, there is evidence that the wages paid to 
the work force were in fact insufficient to pay for food and lodging: a 1950 
survey showed that wage laborers in Nairobi were spending 10 percent more than 
they earned each month. This additional 10 percent was realized in the forms 
of gifts, retail credit, and loans.17 What this tells us, however, is 
something about how urban entrepreneurs, such as shopkeepers, helped maintain 
wage labor power in Nairobi in 1950, while gaining profit and patronage. 
Reading what are otherwise impressive articles by Van Zwanenberg and 
Stichter, 18 one is left with the impression that those Africans in Nairobi 
fortunate enough to have jobs returned to them, day after day, by sheer 
stamina. Probably the most sophisticated analysis is that of Cowen and Newman 
who, having noted that Kenya's "chronic shortage of labor power ••• created 
conditions for ••• wage increases [for males] in a situation where it was 
possible to switch occupatons frequently," go on to provide what is perhaps a 
crucial argument for the historiography of the Kenyan labor force: 
Circular migration from wage labor on agricultural 
estates, state enterprises, ••• to household labor in the 
countryside was an endogenous element in the development 
of capitalism in countries such as Kenya.... It was the 
relative weakness of early colonial capitalism which 
ensured the survival of household agricultural production, 
The survival of household production permitted the payment 
of individual rather than family wages. And this survival 
also ensured the perpetuation not only of circular 
migration but of occupation switching: the individual wage 
laborer, without a family presence, was footloose. The 
less the individual laborer was footloose, the lower the 
proportion of household consumption out of household 
production, the more likely it became that the laborer 
would be impelled to collaborate in strike action to 
maintain the existing level of real wages,19 
This analysis describes two things. First, the conditions under which the 
demands for labor power were met and the extent to which household c0Dm1odity 
production maintained the bargaining power of labor power, Second, it 
describes the situation that the domestic science movement of 1880-1920 was 
trying to avoid, 
The problem seems to be that only Western feminists provide theories of 
domestic labor as a reproducer of daily labor power, and labor and economic 
historians of Africa provide theories of long-term reproduction and 
maintenance of labor power outside the wage earning sector, There has been 
little or no overlap between the two theoretical groups. As a result, there is 
a gap in our understanding of African labor history, female and male, 
productive and unproductive. 
The question we must now ask is why the tasks of hygiene and the 
stabilization of a localized workforce were not apportioned to women in the 
early years of colonialism in Kenya. The main reasons, of course, were 
economic. No colonial capitalist formation in the early twentieth century 
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would have voluntarily paid for the the reproduction of labor power which was 
regarded as so "natural" among nonwhites that it was only mentioned when the 
birth rate appeared to decline.20 More important, the burgeoning technology 
of health was far too important to be given to a colonized people: it was a 
resource that was to be allocated for specific gains to the colonial and 
metropolitan economies.21 
To any Western archival researcher, then, the tasks we normally associate 
with domestic labor were firmly in the hands of Nairobi's Principal Medical 
Officer, the Medical Officer of Health, and the Municipal Native Affairs 
Officer. It was to their offices, and their offices alone, that the movements 
for domestic science and better motherhood were assigned. (This remained the 
case until about 1950, or a few years after the use of antibiotic tablets and 
injections became widespread.) While these officials did not always manage to 
finance their sometimes questionable goals--for example, "It is to be 
considered of the utmost importance that married Africans should be entirely 
separated from African bachelors"22--they defined the priorities they 
established for African urban life. 
Thus, the issue of infant welfare, which in England at the turn of the 
century was considered a matter that required the closest scrutiny, became in 
Kenya an issue of administrative boundaries. In 1921, a depression year, a 
European settler complained that Kikuyu children in Nairobi "were suffering 
from malnutrition" because their parents were selling all their fresh milk 
supplies to Indian traders who retailed it back to them, sometimes, it was 
hinted, in a watered-down form. The reply from Nairobi's principal medical 
officer said that the cattle from which the milk came were kept in the Kikuyu 
Reserve, and "No action has been taken by this Department as ••• we are only 
just beginning to bring the Kikuyu Reserve into the scope of medical 
department activities."23 
In short, while the social services of the Kenya Colony had the legal 
apparatus to do what domestic labor does elsewhere, in fact they did not. And 
the question is, who did? For the answer, we, the inheritors of the concepts 
of the domestic science movements, must look in places we do not readily 
associate with domestic labor. 
Domestic Labor in Nairobi 
In 1938, the year of the first survey of African employment in Nairobi, 
there were a total of 230 positions in the wage labor force for women. All 
involved the sale of domestic service as wage labor: the care of children 
(ayahs), the care of the infirm (ward attendants in the female ward of the 
African hospital and asylum), factory cleaning (primarily sweepers), and the 
eight licensed brewers employed by the Nairobi Municipality. In that year, the 
number of males in wage labor in Nairobi was over 25,000. The highest wage 
available to women in that year was 50/= a month to the licensed brewers,24 
eight positions that were only given to married women and, according to my 
data, put those women in the same position of capital accumulation as the most 
successful of Nairobi's prostitutes.25 
In the same report, the municipal native affairs officer, 
wrote very clearly that the problem of prostitution in Nairobi 
Eric Davies, 
served as a 
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wage depressant, a disincentive for laborers to bring their families to town, 
and a savings to the Nairobi municipality on African housing expenditure: 
25,886 males employed and living in Nairobi have only 
3,356 female dependents in the town. This is a proportion 
of just over 1 to 8. A demand arises at once for a large 
number of native prostitutes in Nairobi.... The 
immigration into Nairobi of young Kikuyu girls is 
continually mentioned by the Kikuyu Local Native Councils 
urging that steps be taken to stop it. The position there 
again is aggravated by the lack of proper native housing; 
whereas the needs of eight men may be served by the 
provision of two rooms for the men and one for the 
prostitute, were housing provided for these natives and 
their families, six rooms would probably be needed.26 
Here, Davies becomes one of the first colonial officials not to write of 
prostitutes in Nairobi as occupying housing that would be better utilized by 
someone else.27 Indeed, he wrote of how they did utilize the housing they 
had: to give comfort to wage laborers and to do so in such way that it helped 
to keep their labor power footloose. 
From my interviews I identified three forms of prostitution practiced in 
colonial Nairobi, al 1 of which were characterized by rigid self-employment. 
The most succinct distincton between these forms is how the contract for the 
first sale of domestic labor was made in relationship to the woman's place of 
residence. There was a historical and chronic shortage of African housing in 
Nairobi, and in 1938 (a year of high employment, incidentally), Davies 
estimated that Pumwani had 5700 more residents than could comfortably be 
accommodated there.28 
In the watembezi form (from the Swahili verb "to walk") the contract for 
the first sale of domestic labor was made somewhere other than the woman's 
place of residence. This form predated World War I, and was the only form of 
prostitution in which homeless women could engage. This is not to say, 
however, that all or even very many watembezi prostitutes were homeless, or 
that those who chose this form because of their homelessness abandoned it as 
soon as they found accommodation. 
Malaya is the coastal, dictionary Swahili word for prostitute and seems to 
have been first used to describe this form of prostitution in the New Native 
Location of Pumwani in Nairobi in 1923-1924. The malaya form virtually 
mimicked marriage and so conformed to Nairobi civil law. The first and all 
subsequent contracts for the sale of domestic labor were made inside the 
woman's place of residence. This form was predicated on the fact that the 
woman had accomodation: malaya prostitutes in fact stressed that they waited 
for men to come to them. 
The Wazi-Wazi form is so called because it has been historically 
associated in Pumwani with Haya women from the Bukoba District of Tanzania. An 
anthropologist who studied Pumwani has said that they are called Waziba in 
Kenya either because the Baganda called them Baziba or because the Haya call 
their chiefdom (bordering on Uganda) Kiziba. 29 I have no oral evidence, 
however, that the Wazi-Wazi form which first emerged in one area of Pumwani, 
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the Dangroni, between 1938 and 1939 was introduced by Haya women, and I use 
the term only to describe a form of prostitution. In the Wazi-Wazi form all 
contracts for the sale of domestic labor were made while the woman sat outside 
her place of residence. AB in the malaya form, the Wazi-Wazi form was also 
predicated on the fact that the woman had a room to which a man might also 
purchase access. 
These forms were not mutually exclusive (indeed, a woman could practice 
all three in her working life, or in the space of a few hours), nor were they 
stages leading to another, more profitable or "respectable" form. 
The parameters of these forms are deliberately very narrow: all they 
define about an act of prostitution was the situation of the initial sales 
contract. What determined the profitability of any form of prostitution were 
the revenues obtained from the male wage labor force, less the prices of those 
commodities provided in the woman's domestic labor and her rent, balanced 
against the man's access to those commodities from household production and 
the costs he incurred in obtaining those commodities from his household. Thus 
men whose homelands were farthest from Nairobi (such as the Luo, or men from 
Tanganyika and Uganda) may have voluntarily decreased their consumption of 
household production because of transport costs. In other words, the more 
stable the individual's labor was (presumably because it was higher paying), 
the lower the man's requirements for consumpl;ion out of household 
production. 3 0 Therefore, domestic labor varied according to the kind of wage 
labor it maintained and reproduced.31 The best way to examine these key 
factors, and why different women at different times chose different forms of 
prostitution, is to periodize the history of prostitution in Nairobi. 
Watembezi Prostitution, 1909-1924 
My best evidence indicates that the watembezi form dominated Nairobi 
prostituion in the years before Pumwani was built (1921-1922). The most 
detailed accounts of the form that I have from this period always describe a 
contract for the sale of domestic labor made while the woman was 
simultaneously engaged in another economic activity. One woman, born in the 
Swahili settlement of Kileleshwa in about 1895, spoke of working on the small 
farms the families of Kileleshwa maintained and finding European men there, 
"so it was extra money, we went to pick beans and had a man in secret. 
Sometimes a woman would go there just for the men, she would take a gunnia so 
that no one would be suspicious, it looked like she was going to to pick 
beans, and she would use her gunnia as a blanket •••• "33 An old Kikuyu man 
told McVicar about the potential for capital accumulation in the watembezi 
form: 
I remember seeing Nandi women before the German 
war ••• cutting wood over near Muthaiga and they took it to 
Mombasa village to sell. Some of these girls would go to 
bed with anybody, even with white men and Indians. You 
could give her anything--half a rupee, one rupee--but some 
men gave a cow or some goats.... In those days a very 
important African only made 4 or 5 rupees a month, and 
workers got even less, so those prostitutes really made a 
lot of money--more than most men--and they even raised 
their prices after the German war. That's how they came to 
have so many houses here in Pumwani.34 
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These quotations illustrate that watembezi women combined prostitution with 
Nairobi-based commodity production, both for consumption and sale. (Mombasa 
Village was another Swahili settlement, demolished to populate Pumwani). 
Cultivation and the transport of firewood had long been within the domain of 
noncapitalist women's work. The microfortunes attributed to watembezi during 
World War I, of which I have only second-hand accounts, seem to have been 
made solely through prostitution, however: women were said to have solicited 
soldiers ouside army camps, or, in a few cases, rented beds inside Nairobi's 
Indian Bazaar to which they took men during the day time.35 
Once Pumwani became the only legal place Africans in Nairobi could reside, 
built in 1921-1922 on what was later admitted to be the poorest soil in the 
city,36 Africans' legal access to adjacent arable land was curtailed. In the 
early '20s, there is no evidence that any watembezi activities were combined 
with agricultural production in Nairobi. 
There is some evidence, all of it written, that watembezi prostitution 
persisted outside of Pumwani in the early 1920s; complaints were written and 
the Medical Department dutifully prepared a census. 37 The nature of this 
evidence makes it impossible to tell what these women actually did, but their 
appearance in Nairobi's streets was short-lived because their residency in 
Asian areas coincided with the Medical Department's stated purpose of "taking 
action against insanitary premises, 11 and demolitions were commonplace. In late 
1923 the medical officer of health wrote to the chief native commissioner 
about "brothels and prostitutes in Nairobi," announcing the transformation his 
office had brought about in Canal Road: "You will note that there would appear 
to be no longer any brothels in Canal Road, which, owing now to the 
improvements which have been carried out ••• to many premises, has become a 
desirable residential area. n38 
Domestic science seemed to be coming home to roost in the Medical 
Department, Nairobi: sanitary premises were their goal, and they alone would 
create them. As shown by the typical Medical Department comments quoted above, 
the history of watembezi prostitution in the early 1920s can be seen as a 
microcosm of the early history of Nairobi: the issues concerned land value, 
and the means of increasing land value was the removal of African 
entrepreneurs through demolition, law, and building regulations--all in the 
name of sanitation and improved drainage--to make room for "desirable" 
residential and commercial locations. By 1924 it would seem that African 
prostitutes, and presumably other self-employed Africans as well, were 
literally driven off the newly paved streets of Nairobi into Pumwani, or the 
remaining illegal settlement of Pangani, or returned to their homelands. 
Pangani was originally scheduled to be demolished in 1921, but this was not 
fully financed until 1938.39 
Malaya Prostitution in Pumwani, 1922-1939 
Malaya prostitution emerged in Pumwani by 1924 at the latest. Malaya women 
offered the most extensive set of domestic services for sale. What was 
included in the transaction was the short-term lease of whatever was in the 
woman's room: food, utensils, bedding, bathwater, and the companionship of the 
woman herself. Certainly, once the form became known to men, malaya 
prostitution appeared to be a labor form totally capable of providing all 
sorts of amenities, including cooked food on a daily basis. One woman who 
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came to Pumwani in about 1925 said that men came to her when they first 
arrived because "they knew it was a safe place to come because the owner had 
no husband to beat them • .,43 The reference to the fact that malaya women 
tended to live in houses owned by single women, some of them former 
prostitutes, should not be taken as any sort of indication of incipient 
organized brothels: it was a way for some malaya women to do better business. 
Malaya women from the early '20s insisted that they did not state their 
price until the man was about to leave.44 This enabled them to charge for 
all the domestic labor and household commodities that had been utilized during 
the man's visit. Of course, it also meant that sometimes a woman would not 
recover her basic overhead costs, but in such cases the man was not greeted 
warmly if he returned. Malaya prostitutes stated a preference for night-long 
encounters, which maximized the potential profit from their sale of domestic 
labor. However, it is the first response of any oral historian to think that 
this was an ideal, not a tri-weekly occurence. Indeed, malaya women of the 
late '20s in particular stressed that they considered a major part of their 
prostitution to be continually available for brief daytime visits, for tea, 
for a chat, or for sexual relations only, in exchange for amounts varying from 
25¢ (Kenyan) to one shilling or roughly between 10 percent and 33 percent of 
what they might expect to receive from a man who spent the night with them. 
if you spoke to these men, and told them about yourself, 
and kept your house clean, and gave them bathwater after 
sex, he would give you a few more pennies, and if he liked 
you he would come again, even to greet you, and you would 
give him tea, and then he would have to give you maybe 
7 5¢.... If a man knew you and came to you regularly, he 
could give you a shilling, but if he was a stranger to you 
it would be 25¢.45 
Whether or not such daytime visits reproduced labor power as well as did 
night-long visits is not the question here, although I assume that purchasing 
a meal and an evening's sexual access followed by a bath did provide some men 
with a respite from overcrowded quarters or from work that was not always 
pleasant, and reaffirmed for them certain conceptions about the proper 
arrangements of sex roles. Brief daytime or nocturnal encounters could provide 
a man with companionship and some food, especially when he could repeat them 
several times during the course of a month at a cost probably less than that 
of one full night's visit. 
ON MEN'S WAGES 
Table I: Money Wages, Shillings per Month40 
excluding value of rations 
1929 1934-1935 1939 
unskilled agriculture 13 12 
semiskilled agriculture 29 23 
kitchen/garden servants 12 16 
house servants 30 18 
Table II: Average Wages per Month by Tribe, 193841 
(including value of rations) 
13 
24 
17 
20 
Average Wage Number Employed 
Kikuyu 
Kamba 
Kavirondo 
Lumbwa & Nandi 
Rift Tribes 
Coast Tribes 
Tanganyikan tribes 
Ugandan Tribes 
Comorian 
Somali & Ethiopian 
Nubian 
Arabs 
Others 
Monthly Wages 
01/= to 10/= 
11/= to 20/= 
21/= to 40/= 
more than 40/= 
22/00 
19/94 
24/61 
34/56 
38/91 
45/30 
32/88 
39/72 
55/35 
58/90 
52/30 
63/75 
35/38 
Total 
Table III: Monthly Wage Groups, 193842 
including some value of rations 
Numbers 
Total 
1,786 
15,661 
9,069 
1,727 
28,243 
17,126 
2,570 
7,273 
261 
83 
375 
149 
298 
43 
79 
150 
20 
76 
28,503 
10 
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The economics of the daytime visits are not difficult to understand. 
Between 1926-1930, Nairobi was in a construction boom; the Annual Report of 
the Native Affairs Department reported that fully 80 percent of the 25,000 
Africans residing in Nairobi were in paid employment.46 Such proportionally 
high employment was probably not equaled until the start of World War II. 
Moreover, in 1928 commodity prices were falling: the price of locally grown 
rice had dropped 8 percent from its 1924 level, sugar had dropped 35 percent 
from its 1924 price, and bread and flour prices had decreased 12 percent and 
25 percent, respectively.47 Malaya prostitutes of the late 1920s claimed 
that they were available to their boyfriends for daytime companionship, and 
ideally that they offered these boyfriends tea and bread, which was also at 
that time becoming fairly standard African breakfast.48 While the price of 
milk had increased 29 percent since 1924 (potatoes, as the staple of the 
Kikuyu diet, had gone up a staggering 57 percent, perhaps due to the change in 
Kikuyu land use for marketable maize, and eggs had increased 20 percent, and 
meat 25 percent from their 1924 levels) ,49 the preparation of tea with milk 
and sugar was very economical for malaya women, since the 29 percent increase 
in the cost of milk was more than covered by the 35 percent decrease in the 
cost of sugar. Moreover, the remaining milk was a major source of protein for 
the woman herself. 
According to twenty men who visited Pumwani prostitutes in the 1920s, the 
average prices paid for night-long encounters was 3/= to 3/50: the 0/50 
depended on whether or not breakfast was included.SO Conservatively 
estimating one full night encounter and perhaps four daytime visits at a total 
of 2/=, this brings the weekly income of a malaya in the 1920s to 5/50, or a 
monthly income of 22/=. Compared to the unskilled domestic servant's 12/= per 
month (see Table I), this was not a poor income at all. Since Nairobi had some 
20,000 adult African males in paid employment in 1926, I consider my estimates 
for the late 1920s to be extremely conservative. Monthly rents in Pumwani and 
Pangani in the late '20s were 2/50 to 5/= per month, depending on the size of 
the room.5 1 
By the mid-1930s several women who had been successful malaya prostitutes 
in the mid- and late 1920s began to purchase urban and rural property,52 
showing that the malaya form provided some women with a long-term means of 
substantial capital accumulation. 
The malaya form changed substantially during the 1930s. Nairobi's labor 
requirements dropped sharply, and while actual employment figures are 
difficult to obtain, the African population of Nairobi went from 32,000 in 
1929 to 28,000 in 1930. In 1933 it was as low as 23,000, rising slowly to 
28,000 in 1936 and reaching 38,000 the next year. By 1938 there were some 
40,000 Africans in Nairobi.53 Thus, while many women emigrated to Nairobi 
and became malaya prostitutes, there were simply fewer men and less money 
available than there had been in the late 1920s. The form was profitable so 
long as women lived near working men: at least one young malaya woman moved 
from Pangani to Pumwani in about 1932 because there were ''more men with jobs 
there. 1154 
While this decrease in population meant that more rooms were available to 
women who wished to practice the malaya form, it also decreased the number of 
tenants per room in Pumwani and Pangani. Given the census estimates contained 
in the NMC Native Affairs Committees' famous dawn raids and in Carr's 
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memorandum to the 1933 Kenya Land Commission, there were an average of two 
tenants per room in houses in Pangani and Pumwani in 1930 and 1931. Rents, 
however, did not decrease accordingly, but rose from 4/= to 7 /= and 8/= 
between 1930 to 1937.55 Therefore, as the numbers of men who could afford to 
share rooms in Pumwani and Pangani decreased (reports from 1932 tell of casual 
laborers sleeping in construction sites because they could not afford 
accomodation at all on 14/= per month)56 the individual expenditure on rent 
increased. Thus, while retail commodity prices fell in Kenya at the rate of 4 
percent per year between 1930-1938 and increased money wages in the 
countryside,57 in Nairobi the increase in real wages was eroded by rising 
rents throughout the 1930s. 
The fact of fewer men with little spare cash led women who began to 
practice malaya prostitution after 1930 to abandon some of the niceties that 
had characterized the form in the 1920s. In the 1930s men who visited a 
prostitute repeatedly rarely paid more for successive visits, and paid only 
slightly more when they came to spend the night.58 By the mid-1930s the 
repetition of visits by individual men was not always seen as a profitable 
occurence to malaya women, and many women did not mention differential 
behavior or continual access to their rooms as important features in the 
malaya form. Malaya women after 1932 asked for cash in advance, both for 
short-term sexual relations and for night-long visits, even when breakfast and 
bathwater were included. The reason women gave for this was, "I had no reason 
to trust the man. 1159 Thus, in order to increase profits, malaya women had 
to increase the number of visits, and to make each man leave quickly. An 
emphasis on very short sexual encounters thus characterized the malaya form in 
the 1930s. One malaya woman who came to Nairobi in about 1934 used the 
metaphor of food in describing her prostitution. When asked which tribe of men 
paid best, she said "I can't explain about what kind of men, it's like when 
someone is hungry and eats. The men came, they asked me the price, we went 
together, and he left. 1160 
This kind of consecutive, no-frills, sexual-relations-only malaya practice 
came to be associated with one area of Pumwani, Dangroni, by about 1934. The 
notoriety of Dangroni was such that it attracted many men well into World War 
II, and some malaya women from elsewhere in Pumwani attributed their 
subsistence prostitution to the fact that they could not afford to rent in 
Dangroni. Dangroni's reputation as a sin city coincided with the first attempt 
by Pumwani landlords to capitalize on the profits of prostitution, and the 
rent for a single room there in 1935 was 10/=, as opposed to 6/= and 8/= in 
Pumwani. 61 Ma lay a women in Dangroni emphasized their ability to manipulate 
the volume of their business to make a profit, as this account makes clear: 
We used to stay inside our rooms and if a man came it was 
up to you to ask how much money they wanted •••• In those 
days ••• men used to fear that you were the wife of 
somebody and they would be beaten up if they entered your 
room, so if you talked to them through the door, and he 
trusted you, ••• then you could let him in and you would 
have sex. After that the man would call a friend and tell 
him 11now I can show you where to find a woman" and ••• if 
that first man who came to my house had to pay me 5/= for 
short-time, then all the friends of his I had sex with 
that same night would have to pay me 5/=.62 
13 
Obviously, in such short-term sexual contacts the nonsexual needs of 
laboring men were not catered to. However, as the price of foodstuffs 
decreased throughout most of the 1930s, and as household production in the 
areas closest to Nairobi increased during the depression,63 and men's access 
to that food increased as well, it does not seem likely that men would 
willingly pay prostitutes extra for tea and bread. Most malaya women from the 
1930s said they cooked food for a man only when he had brought it as a gift. 
Men who brought food as a gift, however, seem to have done so in order to 
lower the price for a night-long visit; when asked how much they paid women 
for a whole night, men included the foodstuffs in with the cash amount they 
paid, which was frequently less than the amount paid by men who did not bring 
food.64 
Watembezi Activities, 1928-1932. 
In 1928, there were two separate kinds of watembezi activity going on in 
Nairobi. One took place in Pumwani and Pangani, the other took place on those 
thoroughfares of Nairobi where it was illegal for an African to walk after 
7:00 p.m.65 The watembezi form that went on in Pumwani and Pangani was 
reminiscent of the watembezi prostitution that occured in Nairobi prior to 
World War I, as it was mixed with the sale of household commodity production. 
Late in 1928, Chief Kinyanjui of Kiambu (the Kikuyu area closest to Nairobi) 
requested that the Local Native Council take action against those women who 
were going to Nairobi ostensibly to sel 1 vegetables but who were in fact 
prostituting themselves there, almost daily.66 One woman who lived in 
Pangani confirmed this: 
••• long before Pangani was torn down, there were women who 
came ••• every day and went with men there and then at night 
they would walk back home to Kiambu or Limuru and only 
those of us in town who saw them knew what they really 
did.... Some of them did bring vegetables to sell, and 
they never stayed overnight in Nairobi.67 
I have no evidence of such watembezi activity ater 1930-1931, but given 
that the prices of Kiambu-grown household commodities had increased 
dramatically since 1924, (for example potatoes cost 57 percent more in 1928) 
and that Nairobi's population had two alternative sources of starch--rice and 
maize meal--at considerably lower prices, two possibilities suggest 
themselves. The first is that this kind of watembezi activity began well 
before 1928, when commodity prices began to fall. The second is that this was 
a subsistence watembezi prostitution in which women sold domestic labor to 
maintain a standard of living they had previously obtained through the sale of 
vegetables alone. 
The watembezi prostitution that was first associated with women in River 
Road and Racecourse Road was characterized by short-term, highly profitable 
watembezi activity. Women tended to come directly from the rural areas to 
River Road. They knew it was illegal for Africans to rent there and paid 
extortionate rents for the privilege, and their visibility made them 
vulnerable to arrests or police harrassment, but in return for these risks 
they had more access to Europeans, Asians, and highly-paid Africans who 
resided in the Railway quarters or, in the case of domestic servants, with 
their employers. Given the high proportion of Africans employed in wage labor 
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in 1928, and the little known fact that in 1928 Nairobi had the highest ratio 
of cars to Europeans in the world, 68 watembezi prostitution in River and 
Racecourse Roads seems to have paid off for those women who survived the risks 
of arrest, frequent fines, or brutalization by the men they solicited. What 
the car meant to watembezi prostitution was a fundamental change in 
solicitation: the driver could approach the woman under the guise of offering 
a ride or asking directions, so that a woman who relied on this happening did 
not have to call out to men, and thus minimized their risk of arrest. It also 
meant that the man, as driver, could provide some aspects of domestic labor, 
such as the place for sexual relations, as well as drinks, and this could, 
theoretically, increase the woman's margin of profit. Cars gave watembezi 
women a concrete idea of what a man could be charged, and the price was 
frequently negotiated in advance. "River Road, 11 said one woman who came to 
live there in about 1928, "was a place for finding men with cars. 11 She went on 
to say that being a watembezi prostitute in River Road in the late 1 20s 
enabled her to choose which forms of wage labor it would be most profitable 
for her to reproduce and maintain: 
••• you could only have a regular Asian boyfriend in River 
Road. In Pumwani the women stayed like wives, they went 
with whoever came to them. In River Road you could walk 
back and forth, back and forth, from Government Road to 
Kariokor, and you could find all kinds of men that way, 
white men, Asian men, African men with jobs in the 
Municipality and the Railroads, they all had to pass that 
way, and you could cal 1 to them and take them right to 
your house because your house was so near, women in 
Pumwani didn't see white men or Asians just strolling 
by.69 
The depression only slightly reduced 
as practiced in River Road, and 
sufficiently overcome her objections 
her earnings. 
the profitability of 
by 1933 the woman 
to Pumwani to build 
Wazi-Wazi Prostitution in Pumwani, 1938-1946 
the watembezi 
quoted above 
a house there 
form 
had 
with 
In the Wazi-Wazi form, women sat outside their doors waiting for men. 
Like the malaya form, Wazi-Wazi depended on the woman's having a room to which 
she could take a man. While there is evidence of the malaya form elsewhere in 
Africa, 70 to this day Wazi-Wazi remains specific to Pumwani. The form seems 
to have originated from two sources, and it certainly began no later than 
1938. First, as the number of men new to Nairobi skyrocketed afer 1937, many 
malaya women--particularly those who shared rooms because of high rents, and 
those who lived outside Dangroni and had a reputation to encourage men 
with--began to exercise the daytime option of sitting outside their doors, 
making themselves visible and accessible. Second, many Ugandan and Tanganyikan 
women had been gradually moving into Nairobi in the late 1930s. With the 
outbreak of World War II in 1939, they feared the legal repercussions of being 
seen to consort with soldiers publically, and so established themselves in 
Pumwani as identifiable prostitutes by sitting outside their doors. One Ganda 
woman who had abandoned the watembezi form to become a Wazi-Wazi prostitute 
explained why the form was so popular with non-Kenyan women younger than 
herself: "They were very poor, and they feared arrest and deportation, but 
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they were also new to Nairobi, so they didn't know how to find men. 1171 The 
Wazi-Wazi form allowed for more solicitation than the malaya form had done. 
Certainly the practice of the Wazi-Wazi form derived in large measure from 
the practice of 1930s malaya prostitution. Men were not served food unless 
they brought it themselves , and in the brief daytime encounters that came to 
characterize the Wazi-Wazi, men did not tend to bring food at all. 72 Almost 
all Wazi-Wazi women asked cash in advance (Tanganyikan and Ugandan Wazi-Wazi 
women were said to call out their prices to passers-by, thus ensuring that 
they could not undersell each other). 73 A Tanganyikan woman who first came 
to Pumwani in 1935 and later switched from watembezi to Wazi-Wazi prostitution 
explained the low price she requested in terms of her own subsistence: 
"Because that way I was sure to get a man, I was sure to eat that day, and I 
got the money in advance so no one could cheat me." She went on to contrast 
her own practice of Wazi-Wazi prostitution with what she considered the far 
less profitable old-style malaya form: 
I thought that was a bad idea. There was one woman [who] 
would wait until one of her boyfriends came for the whole 
night, then would go with him and feed him in the morning, 
she would even make bathwater for him, and you know water 
is not free in Pumwani, and then ••• She would get 2/= for 
the whole night, she would take whatever the man gave her, 
and in those days water and tea and food would cost 75¢ at 
least. So I ask you, which is better, to get 1/= for sure, 
and when I was lucky, when I was young and lucky, I could 
make 3/= or 4/= in one day, or to wait with food and milk 
for a man who might only promise me money.74 
Notice that 1930s malaya women and Wazi-Wazi prostitutes were establishing 
what was essentially a fixed value for sexual intercourse in relationship to 
other domestic services. The overall effect on all forms of prostitution in 
Pumwani in the 1930s was that the price for short daytime visits rose and the 
price for night-long encounters dropped slightly. Wazi-Wazi prostitutes 
insisited that by setting a price in advance, they kept their overhead costs 
to a minimum, and that it was the most convenient way for them to make money. 
By setting a price for short-term sexual relations at about 1/ 50 to 2/= 
throughout the 1930s, they avoided the possibility of being cheated. Given 
Nairobi wages for men in the late 1930s (see Table I), they set a price that 
was within the reach of members of the workforce. For Wazi-Wazi women of the 
late 1930s, several short encounters for sexual intercourse only, priced low 
but paid in advance, could (when taken in weekly averages) amount to 
considerably more than the income from seven hypothetical customers who each 
spent a night, ate food, used bathwater, and monopolized the woman's entire 
evening.75 
The Wazi-Wazi form was exceptionally convenient for women with children in 
residence who had no nearby kin: they did not have to arrange for child care 
(which they would have to reciprocate) if they were only going inside for 
brief sexual liaisons of fifteen to thirty minutes.76 It had the same 
obvious advantages for married women. This was in direct contrast to the 
watembezi form (in which the woman was totally dependent on the man's 
willingness to pay if the encounter took place somewhere outside her 
residence) and the malaya form, in which respect for neighbors and security in 
16 
tenancy were valued much more highly than being paid for an act of 
prostitution, 7 7 Wazi-Wazi women were very aggressive, They claimed to have 
beaten up men who tried to cheat them, called upon their neighbors for help, 
or simply to have taken an item of the man's clothing, which some say they 
sold immediately, and others said they held until the man brought them their 
money, "because it was this money that she depended on., .and a woman would 
risk her blood to get her money. 1178 
Starting in 1938, commodity prices rose at an annual average rate of 7 
percent. Coupled with high rents in Pumwani, this made it very difficult for 
prostitutes to profit very much by providing food, and laboring men had 
decreased real incomes. Between 1939 and 1945, the price of starch foodstuffs 
(maize and potatoes) in Nairobi rose about 14 percent a year. 79 This meant 
that Wazi-Wazi women---especially those who had children living with 
them--needed a larger and larger proportion of their profits to provide for 
the subsistence of their households, and simply could not afford to provide 
the full-scale services that had once been associated with the malaya form. 
But by demanding payment in advance, many Wazi-Wazi women continually 
underpriced themselves to Europeans and Asians.BO Those Wazi-Wazi 
prostitutes who retained the form that had served them so successfully in 
Pumwani generally missed out on the profits that were to be made by watembezi 
prostitution during World War II. 
Prostitution and World War II, 1939-1946 
The major problem that arises in discussing World War II Nairobi 
prostitution within the framework of this essay is that those prostitutes who 
profited most from the War sought out soldiers, whose labor power was 
maintained and reproduced by the Army. (Some women also sought out Italian 
prisoners of war, of which Kenya had about 20,000, but their labor power was 
reproduced by the Kenya Colony). More important, between 1938 and 1952 
commodity prices increased at an annual average rate of between 6 and 8 
percent, What we must examine, then, is how prostitutes organized the sale of 
their domestic labor in such a way as to gain continued access to army and POW 
camps, and how those women profited from the sale of domestic labor without 
simultaneously providing commodities, such as food, to men. 
Two examples should make this point clear, At the start of 
soldiers frequented women in Pumwani, but after 1942, 
occured--usually attributed to Ghanaian soldiers--and it was 
off-limits.Bl One Wazi-Wazi woman adjusted to this situation by 
specific form of domestic labor, a sale in which the man, of course, 
••• The only way a European soldier could visit you was to 
bring you some of his clothes and then on a day like 
Saturday you would tie his clothes together and take them 
back to the camp, and you could go with him there, because 
the gate-keeper would let you in, because you would say 
that you brought the soldier his uniform that you'd 
repaired, Some women did this every week with their 
European boyfriends,82 
the war, 
fighting 
declared 
selling a 
colluded: 
Another woman, a watembezi turned malaya, owned a lodging house in Buruburu. 
This she rented to prostitutes over a ten-year period, during which I estimate 
about 6,000/=. Her house 
and she described how 
potential for conflict 
her income from rent alone to have been 
frequented by Italian POW truck drivers, 
organization of domestic labor minimized the 
maximized the potential for profit: 
I myself was afraid of fights, so I only had one Italian 
boyfriend at a time, but some women used to have more than 
one, ••• and such women would give each man a certain day 
of the week on which to come and on that day and that day 
only he would come. That's because the bedsheets those 
Italians stole for us had numbers on them, and the woman 
with more than one Italian boyfriend would remove the 
sheets that didn't belong to the man and put on the ones 
that did on the day he was to come. This way there could 
be no jealousy, because when an Italian came he found the 
sheets with his number on the bed.83 
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Many women remained malaya prostitutes by day and became watembezi in the 
process of going to Army and POW camps a few nights a week, although they 
lacked the preferential access to the camps the first woman quoted here had. 
In this, women manipulated and rationalized the forms of prostitution to their 
advantage. 
Women said they went to the camps in groups, to protect themselves from 
thieves on the way back (one woman said she and her friends had their "regular 
boyfriends" escort them to the camps and back home, for safety) .84 Some 
women, particularly those who had been Wazi-Wazi prostitutes, tended to 
underprice themselves. European and African soldiers in Kenya knew no Swahili, 
so bargaining was conducted in sign language, and accounts of women who 
received between 1/= and 5/= for sexual intercourse with Ghanaian, Nyasa, and 
British soldiers were commonplace.85 Speed, of course, was a factor in these 
low prices: the bushes outside an army base were not the place to hold out for 
10/=. Nevertheless, a malaya woman who had moved from Pumwani to Ruaka (just 
north of Nairobi) at the start of the war to be closer to the POW camps , did 
point out that even though Italians generally paid only 5/= for sexual 
intercourse, "a woman could still make almost a 100/= a week that way. 1186 
These were, however, lower profits by volume, and quite the opposite of the 
malaya form practiced in Dangroni in the mid-1930s. 
Given the continued rise in commodity prices during the War, aggravated by 
the fact that potato- and maize- producing areas in Central Province had been 
switched over to vegetable producton for military consumption, 8 7 women who 
remained primarily malaya prostitutes in Pumwani either made relatively little 
money or increasingly fell into the sexual-intercourse-only pattern previously 
associated with malaya prostitution in the 1930s and Wazi-Wazi women.BB 
During the war, many malaya 
both for the malaya and the 
Non-Native Area, legal housing 
housing for African domestic 
them in their own servants' 
presence in Eastleigh meant 
arousing suspicion, admittedly 
of most Africans in Eastleigh 
women moved to Eastleigh and used it as a base 
watembezi forms. Eastleigh was officially a 
for Somalis and Asians, but it was also legal 
servants whose employers could not accomodate 
quarters. The fact of a continuous African 
that African women could live there without 
paying extortionate rents. Although the tenancy 
was technically illegal, it did not come under 
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official scrutiny until the wholesale removals of the Mau Mau Fmergency. 
There, some prostitutes began to provide full-scale domestic services for 
Ghanaian soldiers with very profitable results. However, grim rumors 
circulated about these Ghanaians--cannibalism was added to the usual stories 
of rape--and many women simply refused to deal with them.89. Said one woman: 
I used to cook for them •••• Most of the food they ate was 
beef, and they brought a lot of food for me in those 
days •••• Most of the women who went with Golgos, they never 
went hungry, their houses were always filled with food •••• 
Those were the first men to open our brains to how to get a 
lot of money from men; ••• when the Golgos came to Pumwani 
they used to come with 300/=, and they used to give it to 
us. At first, ••• we thought maybe they had stolen it from 
somewhere, because they paid so much money •••• Because they 
had so much money, we could get six or seven of them in one 
week by secret. People used to say Golgos ate each other, 
but this was not true, they fought with each other a 
lot •••• If two ever met in my room, they would fight, and 
after that, the one who was there first, he'll cut off your 
ear, that is what they said they would do if they saw you 
with one of their friends. So when a woman went with a 
Golgos man, the most important thing she could do was 
remember completely the day of her appointment and not make 
an appointment with any other man for that day.90 
I have quoted this woman at such length to illustrate how the organization of 
domestic labor, providing the appearance of single-minded devotion to the 
maintenance of one man, affected all forms of prostitution in their capacity 
to profit from World War II. Note that all of the quotations in this section 
repeatedly stress methods of matching a man with "his" day of the week. 
Changes in Nairobi Prostitution, 1947-1950 
Two factors, one medical and one economic, influenced this period. The 
first was that returned soldiers in the Nairobi labor force were concerned 
with the generational reproductin of their own labor power as they had never 
been before. They were, among other things, veterans of countless Army 
lectures on the evils and consequences of venereal diseases, and they had 
developed a healthy respect for the relationship of gonorrhea to female 
sterility, and of their own role in the transmission of infection. 91 The 
most immediate result of this was that women with children, who had frequenly 
engaged in Wazi-Wazi prostitution because of its convenience for them (and 
who, as a result, had not realized the profits obtainable from World War II 
because they lacked the mobility to go to the Army and POW camps), found 
themselves sought out by men. Virtually all my informants from before World 
War II said that men preferred prostitutes who had no children--because they 
would request less money, and, as one woman put it, "children make noise and 
want attention the first thing in the morning, and that is not what a man goes 
to a prostitute for. 1192 Wazi-Wazi prostitutes of 1946-1950 noted for the 
first time that ''men feared that a woman without children had gonorrhea and 
that they would get it, and those men would only go with women who had one 
child already. 119 3 
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These Wazi-Wazi women, who sometimes combined that form with watembezi 
activities in construction workers' camps, catered only to the sexual wants of 
wage laborers. As one woman who did this between 1948 and 1952 explained: 
If a man knew he could go with me for 1/=, he would, ••• and 
if he knew that it was 5/= for the whole night, he would 
pay me that in advance, and I wouldn't have to ••• spend 
money on tea or anything in the hopes that he would give 
me a few more cents in the morning. Don't you see, I had 
five children, I had lived with several men, and it was 
simpler for me to go with a man who knew in advance what 
he was going to pay me.94 
It should be noted, howeyer, that Wazi-Wazi women were dealing with that 
sector of the urban labor force whose real wages were falling. 
The second feature of this period was a growth in production greater than 
in any previous era. Expansion in the construction and manufacturing 
industries meant high employment and correspondingly low wages: 
Table IV: Money Wages, (Shillings per Month Without Rations)95 
1946 1948 1952 
Unskilled Agriculture 17 17 23 
Unskilled Non-agriculture 26 27 33 
Factory Skilled 40 34 
Domestic Service 39 40 40 
In order to have profitable relations with laboring men, Nairobi's 
prostitutes thus had to be near men whose wages were increasing, or at least 
remaining constant. This meant in effect that Pumwani became an unsatisfactory 
place from which to engage in highly profitable prostitution: it did not bring 
prostitutes into daily contact with well paid wage laborers. By 1949 there 
were two new housing estates for skilled and semi-skilled wage laborers, 
adjacent to Pumwani. Domestic servants, for example, were usually housed on 
the premises of their employers. As early as 1946, women who had been engaged 
in malaya prostitution began to practice the watembezi form in the housing 
estates of those enterprises where male wages remained relatively high, 
particularly the Railway Quarters.96 The most sucessful women of this period 
whom we interviewed--all of whom now own urban property--were able to rent 
accomodation in Eastleigh by about 1948. In Eastleigh these women provided 
full-scale malaya domestic services to well paid Africans, and engaged in 
watembezi and malaya prostitution with neighboring Asians or Europeans who 
came there. 97 Seven African men, of whom five were employed as domestic 
servants durng this period, reported that the price for short-term sexual 
relations in Eastleigh between 1947 and 1952 ranged from 3/= to 5/=, or 
somewhat more than the price of night-long visits with malaya and Wazi-Wazi 
women in Pumwani in those same years. They reported prices as high as 7/= for 
night-long encounters with women in Eastleigh.98 
The financial success of these women was due not only to their skills in 
combining the watembezi and malaya forms, but also the extent to which they 
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adjusted the services they provided. Asians and Europeans did not require 
meals cooked for them while their African cooks and gardeners did. "They were 
the ones, 11 said one of these women, "who showed us how to eat biscuits, ... who 
brought roast meat for us women, and eggs. They'd give us food in addition to 
money, but they never insisted we feed them. 1199 
Conclusions 
In this essay I have tried to show how prostitution changed in 
relationship to the changing finances of the urban wage labor force. More 
studies of prostitution than I care to cite have looked at prostitution as 
some kind of women's vacuum, and have seen it in relation to women I s job 
opportunities, women's poverty, and women's victimization. They have lost 
sight of prostitution as labor history. What I have tried to show here is that 
the acts that you and I think of as providing domestic labor can, in some 
capitalist formations, be individually sold to laboring men with very 
profitable results. It is only when real wages are lowered by high commodity 
prices and higher rents, as in the late 1930s, that the cost of ra1s1ng 
children exceeds the profits that can be obtained from the sale of individual 
domestic services. Prostitution in Nairobi changed as the economy in Nairobi 
changed and we have already seen that in times of rapid economic growth, in 
the late 1920s and postwar years, that the full-scale domestic services malaya 
form of prostitution yields very high profits. We do ourselves no favor by 
studying the processes of accumulation without examining how they affected the 
ways men and women treated each other. 
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NOTES 
lin 1909, Norman Leys wrote that prostitution consisted of "home 
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